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Thank you for the opportunity to comment.

II. Policy Issues Addressed in the NOFA

A. Funding Priorities and Objectives.

2. Economic Development.

REGIONAL CONCEPTS: We firmly believe regional projects have the most long-range promise for aiding rural areas. However, we have found that getting small rural communities to work together and to think in terms of regional development is difficult. 1) Distance is often made more difficult because of geography or climate (snow closing off access to certain areas at times). 

2) The Western rural mindset of “rugged individualism” is difficult to override in many communities. 

3) Competitiveness caused by limited resources pits small communities against each other for everything from tourists to state dollars. When one community gets something, it often means economic hardship for another community. 

LEAD PARTNERS: The suggestion that schools and libraries become the lead group for BTOP funding is not likely to work well in rural areas if economic development is a major component.  (See also 3. Targeted Populations below.)  Economic development is not seen as a function of schools or libraries. It is usually the function of a government or quasi-government organization (i.e., economic development council, business council, chamber of commerce). The experience of individuals in these organizations is usually business-related. Getting government entities to accept education as an economic development tool or educators to recognize economic development takes a shift in thinking – and that requires someone “outside the box” to lead that change.

PARTNERSHIPS: It became apparent after a community survey and work with numerous state agencies and government groups that if we were to address regional development and 21st century workforce concepts, a new entity had to be created. Although all the necessary groups existed – government, social services, economic development groups, education -- no group existed to take the lead in finding a way for all groups to work together or to address regional issues. For this reason, a nonprofit foundation was set up to act as a public-private entity. Our efforts have been a true bootstrap effort. In developing a regional project, we focused on the asset-based management approach developed by the Appalachian Regional Commission -- using who we are, what we know, and where we live -- to determine the best approach to regional issues. We also determined to create a methodology that could be duplicated in other rural areas.

Putting such a group together and making it function well requires a full-time professional who understands the issues at stake and the concepts. That individual must understand what each group can bring to the table and how to get people to work together -- to “buy into” the concepts. Funding such a project in a rural area has not been easy, with few corporate partners. Special consideration should be given to such innovative grassroots efforts.
3. Targeted Populations.

IN RE: PUBLIC COMPUTER CENTERS (Issues related to economic development, and priority to libraries, schools and existing educational institutions (i.e., universities, community colleges) 
Limiting or giving preference to universities, schools and libraries to create public computer centers sounds like a good idea. But our research and experience over the last several years working on regional development has shown this may not be the case. If the federal government chooses to limit or favor public schools and libraries as the lead organizations for public computer centers, then it will hinder the very entity in our region that was created for regional development -- an innovative multi-disciplinary approach that can become a model for rural America. 

PUBLIC HIGHER EDUCATION – It is often difficult for large state universities and community colleges to reach out to remote rural areas. Rural communities are low priority because they are not economically viable – there are not enough students to make it worth their while. As more pressure is put on the schools to make all offerings economically sustainable, classes will become even more limited. Some required courses are already provided only every third or fourth year. Only a few rural communities are tied via technology to community college campuses or professors. In our community, two-way technology classes are held in one room in the local high school, shared by classroom and office space so that only one class can be conducted at a time. There are few opportunities for individualized instruction or mentoring. Although universities often have extensive business resources, there are few rural communities with individuals who know what those resources are or how they can be used for the good of the community.
PUBLIC SCHOOLS – Although a number of county school systems have advanced technology available for students, their focus is education for the community’s children. Most rural school boards do not see schools as economic development tools – that is not their primary job or focus.  They may see themselves as training young people for jobs – but they have no components that look at creating jobs or pooling resources. They may be willing to take part in economic development projects as a partner – but not as a lead. 

PUBLIC LIBRARIES – In rural areas, library services are often a function of the county or township. When financially strapped, libraries are among the first services to be cut back. In our region, we have seen some libraries shut down to only a few hours a day or one or two days a week. Most rural libraries are not open evenings or weekends. Thus, the library’s public computers are not available when many people could use them. The computers are often in inadequate spaces (hallways, front desk areas) that do not allow for teaching or mentoring. Additional funds will not make them build appropriate spaces, provide the resources (increased time, increased costs and additional personnel) needed for public computer centers that can involve the community and make a difference. Nor is it likely that voters will approve funds for expanding library facilities in this economy. 

FUNDING: CONSTRUCTION – It is unfortunate that the level of funding for public computer centers does not allow for actually building at least a modest facility but only providing equipment. Many rural communities do not have the type of space needed for a well-functioning center. A stand-alone facility (or a well remodeled facility) would do much to enhance its usage in communities where it can become a showpiece for workforce training, entrepreneurial education, projects that involve seniors and others who are not generally attracted to technology, continuing education and a host of other resources.  

FUNDING: INCREASING ACCESS AND USE AMONG VULNERABLE POPULATIONS – We understand that it is necessary to concentrate on technology – but creating better use among vulnerable populations and creating a 21st century workforce will not happen just because technology is available. Public computer centers that are going to make a difference require leaders – individuals with vision who understand issues – who can find creative ways to reach communities as well as population/cultural segments – who can determine sources of funds and sustainability – in short, leaders who can give a project direction. The federal level of funding available must allow for hiring such individuals – not just technicians. 
G. Other

GRANTING ORGANIZATION - We would like to see a granting organization similar to the National Endowment for the Arts or National Endowment for the Humanities – why not a National Endowment for Technology that provides annual grant funding opportunities for creative projects that do not fit under the arts or humanities umbrellas?
